Is Literacy Necessary in Africa?
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Political., economic and social development in the modern
world makes necessary the spread of education to the whole
population. Without the education of the people the foundations
of democracies are insecure, as is recognized in the inscription
over the entrance to the New York Public Library, which reads:
"On the diffusion of education among the people rests the preser-
vation of our free institutions." In totalitarian states also popular
education is promoted in the interest of planned political, econo-
mic and social development.'

A condition for the spread of popular education is the spread
of literacy. The goal of universal literacy is in sight in the U.S.A.
and Great Britain. The U.S.S.R. claims that whereas in 18975
69 per cent of the population were illiterate^ to-day only 10 per
cent are unable to read and write, and Japan reports a literacy
rate of over 99 per cent. But in spite of the fact that during the
past twenty years great advance has been made in the spread of
literacy in many states, the goal of universal literacy is still
distant. Statistics are inadequate, yet on the basis of those avail-
able it is estimated that 62 per cent of the peoples of the world
are still unable to read and write.1

We know that in British Africa the majority of the people are
still illiterate. We must consider whether the spread of literacy
is necessary for the political, economic and social development
promised them by the Imperial Government, which is com-
mitted to their progressive advance towards self-government
by "a series of pronouncements carrying an authority as complete
as any which our constitution affords."3 In addition to this,
Britain is committed to economic and social advance which
shall provide the peoples of British African territories with

1 Literacy figures from Towards a Literate W^orld^ Laubach.
a Hailey, Britain and her Dependencies^ p. 39.
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